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Weather and climate extreme events are by far the most
frequent natural hazards facing humankind. These hydro-
meteorological hazards, often acting in consonant with socio-
economic factors, give rise to numerous disasters globally, often
substantially reversing developments in the most vulnerable
regions of the world. For the period 1980–2004 over 95% of deaths
due to such disasters occurred in developing countries, with direct
economic losses of approximately US$54 billion per annum on
average, of which nearly 99% were un-insured. The Least Devel-
oped Countries (LDCs) exhibit some of the highest levels of
vulnerability to environmental hazards. A number of the Asia
Paciﬁc LDCs are located along zones of potent natural hazards in
terms of geomorphological formations, variable climate resulting
in cycles of drought and torrential rainfall, and tropical cyclones. In
recent years these hydro-meteorological events have been
enhanced by climate change and together with rapid population
growth, poor planning and management of natural resources, give
rise to frequent disasters, halting developments and unleashing
unprecedented human suffering.
This special issue is part of the International Geosphere–
Biopshere Programme (IGBP) second major international synthesis
of key policy-relevant areas within global environmental change
(GEC) research. The synthesis themes were identiﬁed through a
consultation within the IGBP Scientiﬁc and National Committees
and with other international bodies including the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the LDCs unit of the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC). One of the topics related to the needs of LDCs focusing
on natural hazards and disasters, human health and environment,
and the role of indigenous knowledge systems. IGBP received
generous funding from the Asia-Paciﬁc Network for Global Change
Research (APN) to address the LDCs from the Asia-Paciﬁc region.
This special issue is a culmination of the synthesis effort.
The synthesis engaged LDC scientists to enhance capacity and
integrate the scientiﬁc ﬁndings from the LDCs with relevant
science outputs generated by the international community. It
combined this knowhow with the views of policymakers, com-
munities and other stakeholders to provide knowledge required to
guide LDCs towards sustainable pathways. The articles in this
special issue go beyond deliberating on disaster vulnerability and
impacts to striving to identify potential points of intervention.
They recommend investing in better understanding of adaptation
strategies of local natural and human systems to establish relevant
policies. The papers deliberate on indigenous knowledge systems
that were used to reduce disaster risks that however, have not
been fully incorporated into contemporary policy actions. They call
for development of frameworks that integrate these practices with
modern practices as a step towards disaster risk reduction. They
also highlight research gaps that could be addressed by the
emerging Future Earth Research programme as IGBP draws to
a close.
It is our earnest hope that the readership of this journal, LDC
scientists as well as the international scientiﬁc and policy com-
munity in general, will ﬁnd these articles valuable.
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